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Teacher identity:  some issues raised by the problematic nature of SOSE 
 
Introduction 
SOSE teachers’ subject content knowledge and its influence on teachers’ 
professional identity is an issue raised by the complex nature of SOSE.  The scope of 
an integrated humanities curriculum such as SOSE creates questions of subject 
expertise and pedagogical content knowledge for middle school teachers.  For 
example, in Queensland, SOSE is taught in the middle school by specialist 
secondary teachers of history or geography and generalist teachers working in 
middle schools.  The object of this paper is to review the literature on the teaching of 
SOSE and identify the influence of subject knowledge on SOSE teachers’ identity. 
Analysis of the literature reveals that SOSE teachers’ professionalism and identity 
may be based on flexible notions of professionalism rather than subject 
specialisation.   
 
Definitions: teacher professionalism and identity  
 Teachers’ strong sense of professional identity distinguishes and 
differentiates them from other workers (Sachs, 2005).  There are several ways in 
which the concept of teacher professional identity can be understood.  The first 
draws on Connelly and Clandinin’s (1999, p. 1) understanding of the “personal 
practical knowledge” held by “teachers as knowers: knowers of themselves, of their 
situations, of children, of subject matter, of teaching, of learning”.  This kind of 
knowledge, which straddles the personal and the professional, is demonstrated in 
teaching practice and can be understood in terms of teachers’ life histories and 
narratives.  Teachers’ professional identity is captured in their individual stories as 
they seek to know who they are.   The storied dimension to understanding teachers’ 
professional identity is a useful one to use in collaboration with Sach’s (2005, p. 8) 
definition of professional identity as “the way that people understand their own 
individual experience and how they act and identify with various groups”.   
This understanding of professional identity resonates with O’Connor and 
Scanlon’s (2006) research which contends that teachers have more than one 
professional identity.  Teachers’ professional identities are biographically and socially 
situated and they “may be required to draw upon different identities in different 
institutional and social contexts” (O’Connor & Scanlon, 2006. p. 4).    Their model of 
teacher’s professional identities has four dimensions:  acceptance, resistance, 
subversion and engagement, which illustrate that “the individual’s professional 
identity and philosophy cannot be separated from their active role as a teacher” 
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(O’Connor & Scanlon, 2006, p. 8).   The professional identity of SOSE teachers is 
situated in school culture, and is influenced by their approach to curriculum 
implementation, teaching practice and knowledge of themselves.     
However, it is not easy to define or understand a teacher’s identity as it will 
change and evolve, shaped by both individual and contextual factors.  Sachs (2005) 
has identified two kinds of professional identity emerging from the changing 
educational policies, government policies and professional development initiatives 
that shape teachers’ work:  the entrepreneurial and activist identity.  In the UK, 
Australia and New Zealand, the entrepreneurial identity emerged in response to 
efforts to reform the educational sector by making it more accountable in terms of 
educational bureaucracies and practices.   It is shaped by a response to market 
forces, managerialism and teachers’ accountability against standardised measures of 
performance and a national curriculum.  The activist identity is a reaction to 
managerialism and derives from democratic discourses that underpin schooling.   
The development of an activist identity flourishes in democratic schools where 
education is shaped by social justice and equity principles, motivated by the belief 
that this will lead to improvements in student learning (Sachs, 2005).  Teacher 
professional identity is constantly being negotiated and re-established depending on 
the factors that pertain at that time.  
 How teachers interpret and enact the curriculum impacts on the way they 
conceptualise their identity as teachers.  Teacher professional identity provides a 
framework for teachers on “how to be”, “how to act” and “how to understand” their 
work and role in society (Sachs, 2005, p. 15).  So how does the nature of the 
curriculum impact on teachers’ professionalism and identity?  This question aligns to 
Sach’s conceptualisation of the activist identity where what is taught and how it is 
taught shapes teachers’ view of themselves, their role in schools and the broader 
community.  
In another definition of teachers’ identity, Drake, Spillane & Hufferd-Ackles 
(2001) propose that subject-matter content areas are a context for teachers’ 
professionalism.  They define teachers’ identity as their “sense of self as well as their 
knowledge and beliefs, dispositions, interests, and orientation towards work and 
change” (Drake et al., 2001, p. 2).  They report that even in elementary school 
teachers’ professional identities were specific to the subject matter they taught and 
differed from subject to subject.   Similarly, in a study of teacher professionalism in 
NSW, O’Connor and Scanlon (2006, p. 8) describe one of their research participants’ 
‘resistant’ identity when required to practice knowledge-based pedagogy which 
contradicted “her belief that the purpose of History is to teach students skills in 
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research and critical analysis”.  Teachers’ knowledge and professional sense of self 
may be contextualised to subject-specific curriculum,  affecting the way teachers 
view their work and implement instructional reform and innovation. 
This paper proposes that the subject identity of middle school SOSE teachers 
is defined through two intertwined aspects.  First, subject-matter is a context for 
developing subject identity.  Second, it is framed by Sach’s (2005) conceptualistaion 
of activist professional identity where the “what” and “how” of teaching shapes 
teachers’ identity.  Teachers’ subject identity is a useful lens to view and interpret the 
nature of SOSE curriculum.  Middle school teachers’ subject identity reveals some 
problematic aspects of the SOSE KLA.   
The issue of teachers’ professionalism and identity arises when teachers are 
expected to teach in areas for which they may be poorly prepared in terms of subject 
knowledge or pedagogy.  Similar problems are alluded to in research on teaching 
integrated, middle school science curriculum in Western Australia (Venville, Wallace, 
Rennie & Malone, 2002;   Wallace, Malone, Rennie, Budgen and Venville, 2001).  
Given the interdisciplinary scope of the SOSE curriculum, middle school SOSE 
teachers’ subject matter knowledge is necessarily restricted.  Their subject identity as 
teachers may not, necessarily, be shaped by “what” and “how” they teach in terms of 
the curriculum.  As this review of SOSE teaching indicates, discipline-specific 
knowledge takes second place to process-based pedagogy in teachers’ professional 
identity, with significant implications for teachers’ conceptualisation of the curriculum 
and teaching of middle school SOSE. 
 
Knowledge base for SOSE  
The broad scope of SOSE poses many challenges for practicing teachers in 
the primary and middle years.  SOSE is taught throughout the states and territories of 
Australia in the compulsory years of schooling, although in Victoria and New South 
Wales history is taught as a separate school subject.  In Queensland, SOSE 
integrates the disciplines of history, geography, economics, sociology and politics.  In 
addition, SOSE includes environmental studies, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
studies, Asian studies and civics and citizenship.  SOSE knowledge is derived from 
specific social science disciplines which makes the issue of teachers’ subject content 
knowledge in each of the disciplines and associated areas of study critically 
important.  Although the following discussion refers to specifics from the Queensland 
SOSE syllabus, it points to issues regarding all SOSE teachers’ subject knowledge 
and teachers’ professional identity derived from the context of subject-matter 
knowledge.  
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The Queensland SOSE syllabus conceptualises and clearly states the role of 
the disciplines in the curriculum: 
A range of interrelated concepts associated with particular key values and 
 processes underpins the Studies of Society and Environment key learning 
 area.  These are drawn from the disciplines including history, geography, 
 economics.... (QSCC, 2000, p. 1). 
 
The social science disciplines play a vital role in the conceptualisation of the SOSE 
syllabus through its concepts, values and processes.  For example, in the elaboration 
of concepts in the syllabus, disciplinarity is a key aspect.   
 The concepts that underpin this key learning area are drawn from various 
 disciplines and studies and provide knowledge about people and their 
 environments that is important for students to understand.  This knowledge is 
 always tentative. It remains open to challenge because of new evidence, 
 perspectives and methods of inquiry (QSCC, 2000, p. 3). 
 
The understanding that underlies the depiction of concepts in the syllabus is strongly 
influenced by disciplinary ways of knowing—the syllabus emphasises that 
understanding will be tentative and open to inquiry.  Similarly, the curriculum states 
that the processes of social and environmental inquiry in the SOSE syllabus (eg., 
investigation, participation, communication) are also “derived from various disciplines 
and studies” (QSCC, 2001, p.3). Disciplinarity is also evident in the Essential 
Learnings in SOSE.  For example, a constructivist approach derived from a 
disciplinary basis is implied in the Year 7 “Ways of Working” as students are 
expected to use primary and secondary sources and “evaluate sources of information 
and evidence for relevance, reliability, origins and perspective” (The State of 
Queensland (Queensland Studies Authority) 2007a, p.2). By the end of Year 9, the 
Essential Learnings for SOSE stipulate that students will be able to “plan 
investigations using discipline-specific inquiry models and processes” (The State of 
Queensland (Queensland Studies Authority) 2007b, p.2).  These curriculum 
statements emphasise the disciplinary basis of SOSE.   
State-based curriculum documents illustrate some problematic aspects of the 
SOSE KLA.  Despite the emphasis on discipline-based subject knowledge, SOSE is 
based on integrating the humanities.  Thus, SOSE teachers face a remarkable 
challenge:  the integrated nature of SOSE calls for wide teacher subject knowledge, 
which, in turn, is heavily influenced by discipline-based conceptual and procedural 
knowledge.  SOSE teachers have considerable discretion over “what” they choose to 
teach and “how” they interpret and implement the syllabus, directly affecting their 
professionalism and subject identity as teachers.       
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Knowledge base for teaching 
To contextualize teachers’ professional identity to subject-matter knowledge 
leads to the broader question of what constitutes the knowledge base of teaching.  
Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) theorization of the knowledge base of teaching is 
particularly concerned with the professionalization of teaching.  Although the 
question, “What are the sources of the knowledge base for teaching?” (Shulman, 
1987, p. 4) was raised almost 20 years ago in order to improve teacher 
professionalisation, it is particularly relevant in the context of teacher professionalism 
and identity today.   Two of Shulman’s three categories of content knowledge, 
subject matter content knowledge and  pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 
1986) are relevant to this analysis of teachers’ professional identity.  
Shulman defines content knowledge as “the amount and organization of 
knowledge per se in the mind of the teacher” (Shulman, 1986, p. 9). For Shulman, 
subject content knowledge entails “substantive knowledge, syntactic knowledge and 
beliefs about the subject” (Turner-Bisset, 2001, p.14).  Substantive knowledge can be 
understood as “the substance of the discipline:  the facts and concepts of a 
subject...[and] the frameworks used to organise these facts and concepts” (Turner-
Bisset, 2001, p. 14).  Through syntactic knowledge of the discipline, for example, in 
the teaching of history, students would go “beyond learning about history, to doing 
history for themselves” (Grossman, Wilson & Shulman, 1989, p. 30).  Drawing on 
work by Wilson and Wineburg (1988) Turner-Bisset (2001, p.14) contends that 
beliefs about the subject, are “just as an important aspect of subject matter 
knowledge as substantive and syntactic knowledge, and influenced by one’s 
understanding, or lack of understanding of these structures”.  In terms of content 
knowledge alone, teachers need far more than a shallow grasp of the main issues or 
facts—rather, their beliefs about a subject, knowing the essential facts and concepts, 
as well as being able to defend why something is worth knowing is all part of the 
subject content knowledge base of teaching, and, in turn, their subject identity. 
In terms of a distinctive body of professional knowledge for teaching, 
Shulman asserts that pedagogical content knowledge, “represents the blending of 
content and pedagogy into an understanding of how particular topics, problems or 
issues are organized, represented, and adapted to the diverse interests and abilities 
of learners, and presented for instruction” (Shulman, 1987, p. 8).  The needs and 
abilities of students are central to his conceptualisation of pedagogy.  Furthermore, 
pedagogical content knowledge “is the category most likely to distinguish the 
understanding of the content specialist from that of the pedagogue” (Shulman, 1987, 
p. 8).  Any analysis of teacher professionalism and identity from the perspective of 
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teachers’ subject content knowledge needs to incorporate conceptions of 
pedagogical content knowledge as well as subject content knowledge. 
This review of the literature on teachers’ subject knowledge is rooted in the 
premise that there is an identifiable relationship between the centrality of middle 
SOSE teachers’ subject knowledge and teachers’ professionalism.  Yet Shulman’s 
notions of content knowledge for teachers makes subject knowledge for SOSE a 
tough call.  With regard to Queensland, classroom observations gathered for The 
Queensland School Reform Longitudinal Study (Education Queensland, 2001) 
indicated the need for demanding pedagogy, particularly at the Year 8 level, and 
pointed to inadequate teacher knowledge.  The study found some Queensland 
teachers rated “basic skills as the highest of their priorities, and intellectual 
engagement and demand as the lowest” (Education Queensland, 2001, p. xiv).  
Although this study encompassed all areas of teaching, not only SOSE, it indicated 
the overall low priority given to subject knowledge and a correspondingly high 
emphasis on process-based knowledge.   
The wide knowledge base and integrated nature of SOSE privileges process, 
yet this is in tension with the disciplinary basis of the curriculum.  Drawing on the 
work of Shulman and Sherin (2004) on the practical challenges of teaching 
interdisciplinary curriculum, Wallace, Venville and Rennie (2005, p. 161) assert that 
the most competent teachers of integrated curriculum “are challenged because they 
are asked to do different things with the disciplines, learn new kinds of pedagogical 
content understandings, and often work outside the dominant disciplinary culture”.  
There are few specific studies on SOSE teachers’ knowledge base, so the following 
section also reviews studies documenting the knowledge of teachers and pre-service 
teachers in the various disciplines and studies associated with SOSE.   
 
SOSE teachers’ knowledge 
 A small study of secondary geography teachers during the early 
implementation of SOSE in Brisbane secondary schools illustrates some of the 
tensions in teaching SOSE from an integrated perspective.  On interview, Lam and 
Lidstone (2001) found that these geography teachers admitted they could not teach 
the non-geography topics as well as they should.  They found that the geography 
teachers in their sample “did not have the necessary professional knowledge and 
subject matter knowledge to do their integrative teaching job properly” (Lam & 
Lidstone, 2001, p. 79).  Furthermore, some of the teachers they interviewed identified 
strongly as geography teachers and “argued that it would not be possible to change 
the subject identity, the beliefs and discipline outlook of teachers” (Lam & Lidstone, 
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2001, p. 76).  Although Lam and Lidstone’s study was conducted at the very early 
stages of the implementation of the SOSE syllabus, it identified some important 
issues for a small group of secondary geography teachers in terms of subject content 
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and the identity of teachers.    
 In terms of history, the report into The National Inquiry Into School History 
(NISH) The Future of the Past indicates concerns with newly qualified history 
teachers who were “a source of anxiety because of an apparently deficient 
knowledge-base in historical studies.  This anxiety applied both to primary and 
secondary trainees” (Taylor, 2000, p. vii).  Some efforts are being made to address 
the problem of subject matter preparation in history.  For example, Sim (2001) 
reports on a two year action-research study she undertook with her pre-service 
history teachers “to integrate pedagogical factors with the learning of particular 
discipline knowledge” (Sim, 2001, p. 1).    Drawing on transformative learning theory, 
Sim had positive results with student teachers who were encouraged to think as 
professionals and had to “clarify and justify” their purpose and approach to teaching 
history (Sim, 2001, p. 8).   Commenting on pre-service teacher education of 
History/SOSE teachers, Triolo (2001, p. 6), argues against “the indiscriminate 
placement of all ‘newly-trained graduates teachers’ in a category of concern”.  She 
argues that pre-service teachers who take a History Methods course at university or 
have strong history academic pre-requisites will have a good knowledge-base.  This 
learning, she asserts, extends to the broader SOSE curriculum: 
History Method students are more likely than not to have specialised in the 
teaching and learning of History  and the use of historical resources, at the 
same as developing understandings of the wider curriculum 
perspective/focuses, values and issues of the SOSE learning area (Triolo, 
2001, p. 9). 
 
She qualifies these comments, however, by referring to the NISH finding that 
secondary teachers across Australia are grouped into SOSE Method courses with 
little or no discipline-based methods in the teaching of history.  “Pre-service training 
of primary teachers would appear to cater even less for ‘History in SOSE’” (Triolo, 
2001, p. 9).  Middle school SOSE teachers are drawn from both primary and 
secondary school, so it is likely that their grasp of the disciplinary base of history will 
vary considerably.   
Environmental education enjoys a significant place in the Queensland SOSE 
curriculum with concepts such as ecological sustainability, the complex nature of 
environments and the need to protect natural, built and social environments 
embodied in the SOSE value of “ecological and economic sustainability” (QSCC, 
2000, p. 2).  Many primary schools are addressing environmental education (Cutter & 
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Smith, 2001). However, in a qualitative ethnographic study and a quantitative survey 
of environmental education in pre-service teacher education, Cutter-Mackenzie and 
Tidbury (2002) found that student teachers’ knowledge of facts, principles and 
concepts about the environment were weak.  Students appeared to lack 
understanding of the vocabulary, basic concepts and theories associated with 
environmental education.  Furthermore, their research found that the participants 
“were not particularly concerned about their own lack of knowledge” (Cutter-
Mackenzie & Tidbury 2002, p. 29).   
Rather, both studies showed that the students valued the development of 
action and positive attitudes “as the core purposes of environmental education within 
the primary school curriculum” (Cutter-Mackenzie & Tidbury, 2002, pp. 26-27).  Thus, 
positive beliefs and values about environmental education were valued over the 
“content, substantive and syntactic knowledge of environmental education” (Cutter-
Mackenzie & Tidbury, 2002, p. 30).  In further research with Queensland primary 
school teachers Cutter-Mackenzie and Smith (2003, p. 497) found that these 
teachers “are likely to be functioning at a ‘knowledge’ level of ecological illiteracy 
and/or nominal ecological literacy”.  They attribute primary teachers’ lack of 
sophisticated knowledge of the concepts, principles and principles of environmental 
education to the notion among teachers that content in itself in not important  as “the 
majority of participants revealed that ‘a positive attitude’ towards the environment is 
‘definitely’ the most  important characteristic to develop” (Cutter-Mackenzie & Smith, 
2003, p. 516).  The emphasis on feelings and attitudes, while very important, cannot 
satisfactorily take the place of knowledge of concepts, facts and theories about 
environmental education. 
 
Conclusion  
Teacher professionalism and subject identity provides a new way to view the 
problematic nature of the SOSE curriculum.   Reviews of some studies of teachers’ 
knowledge base of the disciplines and studies associated with SOSE supports the 
finding of the QSRLS (Education Queensland, 2001) study that teachers rate skills 
and attitudes more highly than intellectual engagement.  The literature points to 
concerns with two of the dimensions of SOSE teachers’ subject content knowledge--
substantive and syntactical knowledge.  The interdisciplinary scope of SOSE means 
that teachers will always need to work on widening their subject knowledge.   
However, it seems some SOSE teachers value the processes of inquiry and 
pedagogical content knowledge more than subject content knowledge.  There is a 
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risk that SOSE teachers are happy to teach engaging issues and topics in the 
absence of any real understanding of the underlying conceptual complexity.   
The literature on teaching SOSE illustrates that teacher professionalism 
which used to be based on subject identity, is now being replaced with flexible 
notions of teacher professionalism which values discretion in choice and depth of 
subject knowledge.  SOSE teachers’ professionalism reflects the problematic nature 
of SOSE where process and skills-based knowledge is valued over discipline-based 
knowledge, compromising the overall quality of SOSE education. 
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